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Making the Case

The evidence is very clear. Canada’s baby boomers are aging, and as they age, every aspect of society must
be prepared to provide services, programs and products to meet their needs.  Making the Case: Physical
Activity and Women 55–70 looks at one very specific group within our aging population, and the impact
that investing in physical activity can have on their health, their quality of life and on your bottom line.

This is a very diverse group.  They may have all the freedom and flexibility in the world or they may be
caring for an aged parent, a loved one who is dependent upon them, or raising teenagers who were the
babies they had later in life.  Meet the Canadian women 55–70 …. 

We are mothers, 
we are grandmothers, 

we are executives, 
we are homemakers, 

we are retired, 
we work part-time, 

we are married, 
we are single, 

we are widows, 
we are caregivers,

we volunteer.

Women 55–70 come in all shapes and sizes, from many cultures and backgrounds, and they are going to
be more and more important to your organization as a client group that you serve.  By being prepared,
understanding their needs, and helping overcome the barriers that keep them from being active, you can
help them be stronger and healthier.  Investing in getting more women 55–70 active also makes good
economic sense, saving billions of dollars in health care costs.  Accessing this untapped market can also
bring in a new source of revenue within your communities.

Our vision is to see as many women between the ages of 55 and 70 engaged in physical activity as
possible.  You and your organization are integral to seeing this vision become a reality.  Getting more
women in this age group physically active in a community is not the responsibility of any one group, but
the collective responsibility of a wide variety of partners.  Stakeholders will need to come together to
explore creative solutions, develop or adapt existing programs and services and jointly invest money,
time and resources. 

Our goal in developing this report is to provide you with concrete evidence that makes the case for
investing in physical activity initiatives for women 55–70.  It uses current information from the Canadian
Fitness and Lifestyle Research Institute, Statistics Canada and other published sources.  It also includes
information (including quotes) from women 55–70 and community stakeholders who participated in cross-
Canada focus groups. The credible statistical research, combined with anecdotal and candid personal
experience provides a unique perspective.  Many of the challenges faced by these women and people
who program for them are outlined, and real-life examples of how to overcome the barriers are given.

Implications for your programs include:

• The 55–70 age group will be the fastest growing segment of the Canadian population over the next
25 years.  By the year 2021, nearly 35% of our entire population will be women 55 years and older.
Communities need to prepare for this influx.
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• Women between 55 and 70 start to see changes in their health status, perhaps developing
osteoporosis, high blood pressure or diabetes.  This can serve as a wake-up call as women realize that
they need to invest in their health now to stay healthy as they age.  This ‘banking’ of health will go a
long way in allowing women to stay active throughout their later years.

• More women aged 55–70 are working or busy taking care of others.  Providing flexible opportunities
for physical activity throughout the day will be important to meet their needs.

• Diagnosed chronic health conditions affect 91% of women aged 65–74 and 87% aged 55–64.
Arthritis/rheumatism is the most reported for both age groups, followed by non-food allergies for
women 55–64 and high blood pressure for women 65–74.  Regular physical activity can help prevent
or manage many of these conditions.  It is essential to understand these limitations to ensure a safe
and positive experience for women.

• The rate of obesity in Canada among 55–64 year olds has increased from 20% to 30% and among
65–74 year olds from 20% to 25% (1979–2004).  Obesity is a risk factor in a number of chronic
diseases including type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, high blood pressure, osteoarthritis and
some cancers.  Regular physical activity is key to reducing and managing the impact of these
conditions.

• In 2005–2006, the mean hip replacement age for a Canadian woman was 69.2 years and for a knee
replacement it was 68.9 years.  Additionally, the rate of knee replacement procedures has tripled
among women aged 45–54.  Providing programs to ensure women 55–70 are strong before and after
these procedures is an untapped opportunity.

• In 2003, 53.1% of women 55–64 and 58.2% of women 65–74 were considered physically inactive.
Women are less active than men and participation in physical activity decreases with age.  Physical
inactivity is a major concern in a rapidly aging population. 

• The barriers to physical activity most reported by women 55–70 were: lack of information on
opportunities; cost; wrong type of programs/facilities; lack of skill; and unsuitable hours and class
times.  These barriers could be easily addressed and overcome in every community.

• In 2001, the estimated cost of physical inactivity was placed at $5.3 billion, $1.6 billion in direct costs
and $3.7 billion in indirect costs.  Based on this figure, physical inactivity represents 2.6% of Canada’s
total health care costs.  Increasing physical activity levels among women 55–70, the largest growing
segment of the population, can have an enormous impact on reducing health care costs in both the
short and longer term.

Although the data presented is important for building your case, ultimately this report is a Call to Action.
Using the evidence-based information you can build a solid case for investing money, time and human
resources in physical activity programs and services for women 55–70 within your community.  While it
provides national information, you will need to do your own localized research (what are you currently
providing, is it working, is it attracting the targeted age group?).  Consult with women 55–70 to ask their
opinions, hear their voices and share their input.  Work with others to generate support from key
decision-makers, from within your organization, your community and beyond.  Find resources by
working in partnership with key stakeholders that have an interest and need to engage women 55–70 in
physical activity.  Implement your ideas, evaluate the results, adapt what you are doing and continue to
build on your success.

Making the Case: Physical Activity and Women 55–70 has been developed to help practitioners increase
physical activity levels through effective advocacy.  It is our desire to see every community in Canada
working together to inform, encourage and engage women 55–70 in physical activity.  Although these
programs are vital now, they will become increasingly important over the next 25 years.  By starting
today, we can share our successes, learn from our experiences and ensure that women 55–70 reap the
benefits of physical activity both now and in the future. 
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Investing in Physical Activity for Women 55–70

About this Document
Making the Case: Physical Activity and Women 55–70 outlines the solid business rationale for investing
money, time and human resources in physical activity programs and services for women 55–70.  Its
purpose is to provide information to be read, used and acted upon by programmers, service providers,
facility operators, directors, managers, council members and other key stakeholders to develop strategies
that will engage as many women between the ages of 55 and 70 in physical activity as possible.

The document presents information in five main sections: 

Section one concrete statistical evidence on women 55–70 (population, levels of education, health 
status, etc.) providing important data that is needed to develop proposals and 
target strategies. 

Section two information on the physical activity experience for women 55–70 based on published 
reports and focus group findings.

Section three information on the economic burden of illness and physical inactivity.

Section four challenges and opportunities for investing in physical activity for women 55–70.

Section five a call for action with information on what you can do to support women 55–70 to be 
more physically active.

It is important to understand that the 55–70 age group will be the fastest growing segment of the
Canadian population over the next 25 years.  We all need to be ready to handle this influx.  These ‘older
adults’ are going to demand programs and services tailored for them.  Their sheer numbers will ensure
that they get what they want.  By understanding, developing and adapting programs and services now,
providers of physical activity will be prepared to handle the increased demand in the coming years.
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Why 55–70?
The 55–70 age group is a rapidly growing demographic.  Figure 11 shows the large cohort of men and
women who are now in their 40s, 50s and 60s. This group, also known as the baby boomers, makes up the
largest cohort of the Canadian population.  Their large number has a huge impact on the development of
all societal programs and services including physical activity and sport.

FIGURE 1. Age Pyramid of the Canadian Population, 1985, 1995 and 2005.  Canada

Source: Statistics Canada. 2006. Annual Demographic Statistics, 2005.

With front-end baby boomers turning 60 in 2006, physical activity programming for 55–70 year olds is
becoming more and more of a priority. There are currently many people in this age range, and this
number will increase substantially in the coming years.
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Why Focus on Women 55–70?
The 55–70 female age group is dealing with distinctive health and societal issues.  These are the years
where women start to see changes in their health status, perhaps developing osteoporosis, high blood
pressure or diabetes.  This is often a wake-up call as women realize that they need to invest in their health
now to stay healthy as they age. 

Women in this age group are for the most part post-menopausal, some are working, some have part-time
jobs, some are retired and some have never been part of the workforce.  Some have responsibilities for
aging parents or grandchildren while others might have children who are still in school.  Many in this age
group have lost spouses, partners or close friends and may have sold their homes and downsized to
something smaller.

This is a time of incredible transition for women and because their experience is so diverse it is
impossible to develop a ‘one size fits all’ approach.  We all need to do a much better job of attracting and
keeping women 55–70 involved in physical activity to give them the tools they need be healthier now
and in the future.

With all these changes taking place, a targeted approach is needed if we are going to get more women
55–70 active.  The investment we make today will go a long way to ensuring these women are healthy
over the long term, reducing the burden on the health system and increasing their quality of life as
they age.
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Section 1.  Population Analysis
First we need to understand women 55–70, in order to better meet their requirements and desires.  Then
we can ensure that programs or services developed will be tailored with their needs, interests, barriers
and realities in mind.

Population
In 2007, there were 2,592,100 Canadian women aged 55–702 making up 15.6% of the entire Canadian
population.  With more and more women entering this age group over the next 20 years this number is
going to continue to grow as is the number of women aged 70 and older.  

Figure 2 shows the projected number of women 55–70 from 2007 to 20313.  Women 55–70 currently
constitute a large percentage of the total female Canadian population (15.6%) but this percentage will
continue to grow steadily over the next 14 years to a high of 20.4% in 2021 and remain high for the
following 10 years.  Additionally, by 2021 women 55 and older will make up 34.5% of the entire female
population.

FIGURE 2. Projected Number of Canadian Women 55–70 as a Percentage of the Total Female
Population.  Canada, Selected Years, 2007–2031

Source: CAAWS, 2008.  Using data from Statistics Canada, CANSIM, table 051-0001 accessed on January 12,
2008 at http://www40.statcan.ca/l01/cst01/demo10a.htm and Statistics Canada, CANSIM, table 052-0004
accessed on January 12, 2008 at http://www40.statcan.ca/l01/cst01/demo23c.htm.
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There are major differences in the distribution of males and females as they age, as shown in Figure 3.
The ratio of men to women is fairly even up to age 69 but after that there are more women, especially in
the older age categories constituting 60.4% of 80–84 year olds, 66% of 85–89 year olds and 73.2% over
90 years of age.4 With women making up the majority of our very old population, it is essential that they
enter this time of their lives as active and healthy as possible to remain independent and able.  Being
active in your 50s, 60s and 70s provides the basis for continuing activity well into old age. This ‘banking’ of
health will go a long way in allowing women to stay active throughout their later years.

FIGURE 3. Percentage of the Canadian Population Age 55+ by Age Group and Sex.  Canada, 2007

Source: CAAWS, 2008.  Using data from Statistics Canada, CANSIM, table 051-0001 accessed on January 12,
2008 at http://www40.statcan.ca/l01/cst01/demo10a.htm 
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About the Project
The development of this Business Case is part of a three-year
project undertaken by the Canadian Association for the
Advancement of Women and Sport and Physical Activity (CAAWS)
to understand barriers and potential solutions related to women
55–70 and physical activity.  Partners involved on the Advisory
Committee to the project include:  Canadian Nurses Association,
Canadian Institute of Musculoskeletal Health and Arthritis, Active
Living Coalition for Older Adults, Canadian Parks and Recreation
Association, Victorian Order of Nurses Canada, Osteoporosis Canada
and two members of the target audience, one representing less
active women and the other representing active women. Funding
for this project is provided by the Public Health Agency of Canada,
through the Population Health Fund.

For more information on the project please contact CAAWS at:
caaws@caaws.ca or visit the website at:
http://www.caaws.ca/women55plus/index.cfm

About CAAWS
The Canadian Association for the Advancement of Women and
Sport and Physical Activity (CAAWS) encourages girls and women
to participate and lead in sport and physical activity.  A not-for-
profit organization, CAAWS offers a number of services, programs
and resources to a variety of clients, including sport and physical
activity organizations, teachers, coaches, health professionals and
recreation leaders. CAAWS works in close co-operation with
government and non-government organizations on activities and
initiatives that advocate for positive change for young girls and
women in the sport and physical activity communities. 




